Availebie %jﬁne at www,gciencadiact.com Chﬂ ar f— d
o~ . . eIl an
’m’ SCIE“C@D!F@C‘: Youth Services

Children and Vouth Services Review 30 (2008) 199 -215 Review
www.elgeviercomylocate/childyouth

Decision points in child welfare: An action research
model to address disproportionality

Marian S. Harris **, Wanda Hackett ™!

* Univershy af Waﬁlxingtan, Tavoma, Social Work Program, 1900 Commerce Sweer Tavoma, WA 98402-3100, United Stafes
" * Wonda Hacken Enterprises, PO, Box 4232, Seanle, WA 96104, United Stares

Received 20 August Z007; accepted 17 September 2007
Available online 3 Ocvober 2007

Abstract

Researchers conduct secondary anelysis of data collected in communjty-bused focus groups convened to
analyze key decision points where racial disproportionality grew wider in child welfare. Analysis confirns
findings of other ressarch pointing to referrsl bias, unclear or problematic policies related © engaging kin,
the confounding role of poverty, and raciel dispantics in the availability of services 1o ameliorate family
problems. A new finding suggested by this work was that lack of professionsl awareness of the influence of
bias is in and of iwself a barrier. Authors agsert that professionals who believe the court system is fair and
rarional will not be vigilent in seeking our checks end balances to racial bias end may also be less likely to
seek training or consciousness-raising experiences t address their own bias. The rescarch methodology

used serves as an example of ways umiversity-besed researchers can kam with community-based action
planning coalitions to stimulate gystems change.

© 2007 Elsevier Lud. All rights reserved.
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1. Intraduction

Racisl disproportionality in child welfare has been identified 1z a priority for action across the
nation. In King County, Washington, a task force of local child welfare leaders, professionals, and
actvists commuissioned researchers 1o collect baseline mformation 1o inform community action
planning to remedy racial disproportionality in child welfare outcomes. The first stage of this
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Fig. 1. King County child population,

research, reported in 2004 (Racial Disproportionality in the Child Welfare System in King
County, Washington) was a review of edminiswative data to map the percentage of each ethnic
group in the child population et each of five selected decision points in the child welfare system,”

This review tevealed an increasing disparity along racial lines the deeper children got into the
systern. That is, children of color were represented in increasingly higher percentages, as compared o
their white counterparts, at sach successive decision point in the child welfare pathway. Children of
color were disproportionally more likely to be represented among referrals investigated, be placed in
out-of-home care rather than receive in-home services, have longer lengths of stay, and experience a
long wait for adoption. This disparity was rmost pronounced for Afiican American and Native
American children and became the foeus of the community's subsequent actions.

Of this first stage research, the most striking finding was that African American and Native
Axpericap children represented over half (51%) of the population of children in out-of-home care
longer than four years. This contrasted dramatically with their percentage in the county’s general
child population (refer to Fig. 1). The research reported here js the second stage of exploration
commissioped by the Community Action Team. Researchers conducted focus groups with people
(profesgionals, community stakeholders, youth and families) involved in decision-meking at each
stage. The intention of the focus groups was 1o seek information about the mechanisms of
decision-making at each decision point that might suggest sources of the disproportionality. The
initial findings were reported to the Community Action Team apd served as the basis for planning
to change the system. This article expands the findings from the initial srudy and reports on
secondary analysis of data from focus groups.

2. Literature review
2.1. Documenting disproportionality

Disproportionality in outcomes besed on race of ethnicity has been observed in child welfare
for more than thirty years (Billingsley & Giovansi, 1972). More current literature confirm that

* The methodalogy of stucnuring research by decision points whs suggested by work in health seiences (personal
conversation with D, David Takeuchi by Katherine Cahn in 2002) and in juvenile justce (Pope & Feyerberm, 1992).
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this persists as 2 problem natonally and I B range of Jocal jurigdictions and swates (Bowser &
Jones, 2004; Caliber & Associates, 2003; Harris & Skyles, 2005, HilL 2001; Hines, Lesmon, &
Wystt, 2004). According to Perez, ONeil, and Gesiriech (2002), African Amenican children
make up 15% of the national child population and 41% of the foster oare population.

Native American children make up 1% of the national child population and 2% of the foster
care population. In ereas with higher Native American populations, such as Washington State 0t
Alasks the digparity i8 even wider.

Much of the research conducted OB disproportionality has been descriptive, drawing on 2
review of adminjstrative data. Ofien the work looks at specific sieps and stages in child welfare,
docurnenting disparities st MARY points. This approach is based on work originally conducted
juvenile justice, where a similar patiert ocours (Pope & Feyerhern, 1992).

An extensive lirerature has oW docusnented disparities a1 many points along the child welfare
pathway. Studies document dispsrities at e point of referral (Chand, 2000; Karp, 2001; Drug
Policy Alliance, 2005); st the point of assignment for investigation (Zurevin, Orme, & Hegar.
1995); in the substanniation of the alleged abuse OF acglect, though findings hers are miked (Hill,
2001); in the likelihood of out-of-home placement instead of revnification (DHHS, 2005, quoted
in Hill, 2005g; Goerge & Les, in press; Needell, Brookhart, & Lee, 2001); and in the kelibood of
longer stays in care. This latter finding concerning lopger stays i care for children of color has
been called the “most dursble finding across el studies” (Wulczyn, 2003). o

Children of color may sy in care longer because they teke longer o exit the child welfare
system. They are Joss likely to reunify (Harris & Courtney, 2003) and they take longer 10 be
adopted (Barth, 1997; Goerge, 1990) though they are equally likely to be adopted (Wulczyn,
2003). o ‘ , :

This research, though useful is onty the first step. 1t documents differential outcomes at each
siage in the process, but does not revesl the mechanistas underlying the decision-making, and 85
such provides an incomplete foundation for action planning purposes.

Some advanced analysis of administrative data or other large data sefs has applied statjstical
analysis to explore possible faclors contributing 1o the differential onicomes. Several authors have
atteropted o creale models of disproportionality that capture the complexity of decision-making
within and external to the child welfare system. They have explored the impact of causes external to
the child welfare systerl itself, as well as internal factors. Causes tributed to Dynamics outside the
Child Welfare System- ‘

An oft-cited Jink (exvemal to the child welfare system itself) is the link between poverty, child
welfare, end race, There is a demonstrated link between poverty and ikelihood of child abuse.
According to Sedlak end Broadhurst (1996), there are ugigpificant and pervesive differences in
the incidence of maltreaunent..in relation to family income” (p- 5-7); their findings also revealed
that children Jiving below the poverty level were 16 to 41 times more likely to be referred for
abuse. The over-representation of children of color in the ranks of the poor 18 well-documented-
The argument linking the three is that ‘children of color are moTe Likely 1o be poor; poor children
are more likely to victims of sbuse; and therefore children of color are More Ikely to be abused
and to enter the child welfare gystem because of it.” Bur this argument 18 not supported by the data,
In fact severa) authors (Morton, 1999 Sedlak & Schultz, 2001, Sedlak & Schultz, 2005) point out
that multiple waves of the National Incidence Studics show that despite their highet represeniation
in the ranks of the poor, there s no higher tate of abuse in African American or Native American
farpilies.

Ards, Chung, and Meyers (1998) say that there may be problems with the selection process in
the National Incidence Srudies, and that the findings sbould be viewed with caution, However,
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others (Chand, 2000) say that higher incidence of participation in child welfare (despite no higher
incidence of abuse) may be due to “yisibility’ or ‘exposure’ bias = that children of color, by virtue
of being poor, are more likely to be visible 1o the child welfare system. As their families turn to the
public social service system (Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), public medical
care, or public housing) for support in times of peed problems that other families could keep
private become public and subject to mandsatory reporting laws in each state, “Private troubles and
public issues,” was explored by Mills (1959) and seems quite apropos when one examines
disproportionality at the point of referral and at other key decision points for African American
and Native American children. As long as disproportionality is viewed ay an individual or
personal issue of African American and Native American children or other children of color, the
solutions to disproportionality will not be focused in the public domain of the child welfare
system, a system that created and has continued to perpefuate dispraportionality.
Referent bias has also been cited as a source for disproportionality at the point of entry into the
system. One place this has been documented is in the medical sysiem, a common source of

refersals to Child Protective Services (CPS). Bias may exist on the part of those observing women -
gs they give birth. For example, though white women and black women were equally likely totest
positive for drugs, African Americsn women were 10 times more likely 10 be reporied to CPS-

after delivery (Karp, 2001; Drug Policy Alliznce, 2005),
2.2, Causes within the sysiem

If the only sowrces of disproportional outcornes were those extemnal to child welfare, then the
gap in outcomes along racial lines should not grow wider once children cross the threshold into
child protection and foster care, but it does in this county. The Action Planning Team in King
County was interested in addressing dynamics that contributed to the impact of child welfare
desision-making on the increasing gap between children of differing races in terms of the
proportionality of their presence along the child welfare path. .

Using administrative data and focus groups, previous researchers have explored possible
contributing factors within the child welfare decision process. This research understands ‘the
child welfare system’ to include the public child welfare agency and in addition the affiliated
service providers and court and legal structures that participate in ameliorating family problems,
caring for children, and attending to timely legal decision-making and due process for all parties.

Racial inequity in service availability and service delivery is the strongest contnibuting factor
implicated in the disproportional nwmbers of children of cclor in placement in child welfare.
Research consistently documents that fewer and poorer quality social services are available to
children of color znd their caregivers (Clase, 1983; Courtney, Barth, Berrick, Brooks, & Parks,
1596; Tracy, Green, & Bremseth, 1593, Saunders, Nelson, & Landstan, 1993; Stehno, 1982,
Stehno, 1990), ‘

Rodenbery (2004)found that this held true even whep controlling for poverty. She found that
children of color and their families were less likely to receive services to ameliorawe the irnpact of
poverty, such as housing and employment support, than Caucasian families. She also cited
findings of Gruber (1980) and others who noted greater use of corrections than treatment for
children of color.

Though African American patents are more likely to be veferred for drug treatment, their
services were found to be less adequate (Walker, Zangrillo, & Smith, 1994). Other researchers
(Garland, Landsverk, & Lau, 2002) found this to be true of mentel health services as well. A large
sample of Native Americans snd other ethnic groups were included in @ study by Olsen (1982);
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findings revealed that Native Americen families had the least chence to have services
recomnmended of all ethnic groups in this study.

The greater use of kinship care for children of color also adds to the complexity of the analysis.
The literature shows that kinship caregivers (regardless of race) receive fewer services an do
foster parents (Berrick, Berth, & Needell, 1994).

Administrative data are limited in their ability to explore the complexities of human decision-
making. Administative dats can capture and document decision pathways, but not the thinking that
went into making the decision and ot the conextin which the decisions were made. One can witness
racial disparity in an outcome and infer that institutional racism exists, but that stll does not reveal the
mechanism of this recism.

2.3. Understanding institutional discrimination and individual bias

One framework for understanding and describing institutional discrimination has heen
' recapitulated by Feagin and Feagin (1986). Their schema, as cited in Rodenbery (2004), includes

otk direct and indirect forms of discrimination as well es discrimination occurring through the

acts of individuals, groups, or by an entire orgenization. Hill et al. (1993) distinguish ‘intentional
institutional racism’ as a term which refers to the disparate impact on different rucial groups of
societal forces or policies that were not intentionally discriminatory (Derezotes & Poertner, 2005).

Institutiopal discrimination is important to analyze. However, child welfare decision-making is
never free of subjective bias. Decisions that permanently affect g child or farnily’s fate are made
on a daily basis by individual caseworkers, atorncys, service providers, or judges.

Tawora (1989, as cited in Derezotes & Poertner, 2005) has reported the extent ©0 which
caseworkers rely on “intuition, experience, and interviewer engagement skills™ 1o assess child
safety. In the years since this observation was made, child welfare has instituted a series of checks
and balances on decision-making in an attempt t0 rationalize the process. For example,
researchers have found that the use of swructured decision-making tools at the investigation stage
appear to reduce the impact of racial bias and consequent racial disproportionality m decisions
made (Johnson, 1999; Wiebush, Preitag, & Baird, 2001). However, the role of individual bias
cannot be completely climinated, and must be copsidersd in any analysis of child welfare

decision-making.
2.4. Use of focus groups

In an attempt to Jook at the human decision-making processes behind the sdministrative data,
some research draws on professiopal or stakeholder speculation of what might be the source cfthe
persistent disparity in outcomes. A series of nipe focus groups held with professional child
welfare workers zround the country (Caliber & Associates, 2003), identified three themes: the
higher prevalence of kinship care and lack of funding to support kinship care; lack of culturally~
based services (such as African American therapists, drug treatment); and lower understanding of
the court processes by poar people of color.

Focus groups, while veluable, should not be relied upon exclusively. Cornmonly-held practice
impressions sometimes arg not supported by daw. For example, it is commonly assumed that a
child welfare worker who is a person of golor will demonstrate less bias towards a child welfare
client of the same race. An extengive review of the literature conducted in 1996 (Courtney et al)
found no evidence that racc-matching was sffective in improving outcomes for children of colar.
This was later confirmed in a review by Derezotes and Poerer (2005),
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Tt would seem therefore that 2 complete sudy waould combine information from administrative
data as well as focus groups or other qualitative explorations with those involved to understand
the policy and attifudinal context shaping decisions.

2.5. Use of research to inform action

The concertt about racial diproportionelity has given rise 1o research and action at the national
{evel. For cxample, The Race Matters Consortium, fupded by Casey Family Programs and the
Swte of Tlinois has held several research forums to examine research findings, resulting in the
 publication of Race matters in child welfare in 2005 (Testa ct al.). Casey Family Programs has
sponsored local action around the country.

3. Methodology

This study is 8 secondary apalysis of data collected for the Racial Disproportionality in the
Child Welfare System in King County, Washington research study (King County Coslition on
Racial Disproportionality, 2004). “Mixed” methodology (Teddlie & Tashaklcoi, 2003) was used
to compare the trajectory of African American, Native American, and Caucasian children
(n=6518) at five decision points along the child welfare continuum: 1) reporiing for abusc and
neglect; 2) refermal of the report for investigation; 3) ceunification services; 4) out-of-home
placement and rermination of parental rights; and 5) pathways to exiting the System. Quantitative
and qualitative data were collected and the data were integrated at different stages of inquiry and
analyses. Qualitative and quantitative methods are viewed by many researchers 2s being
complementary (Creswell, 2003; Thomas, 2003; Krathwohl, 1993). “Jf we focus research only on
what we already koow how to quaptify, indeed only on that which can ultimately be relisbly
quantified, we Tisk jgnoring factors that are mote significant in explaining realities and
relationships” (Sofaer, 1999, p- 1102). The use of & mixed methods approach resulted in a final
disproportionality dawabase that included a broad specfrum of quentitative and qualitative
information. Basic descriptive statistics used agency information to describe proportionality and
disproportionality at each decision point.

In the quantitative stage of the research, administrative dsia deronstrated that children of color
were likely to have o different set of experiences at key decision points in child welfare than their
white counterparts (refer to Fig. 2).

To provide context for these findings it was necessary 1o take @ quelitative spproach
designed to get af the thinking of decision makers at each key point in the pathway. Teams of
researchers and commupity action pariners convened focug groups of personnel at each stage
of the process asking “how do you make decisions at this point in the process?” In addition,
groups with a particuler vaniage point (such as youth, fathers, and service providers) were
convened.

In all, researchers conducted 11 focus groups that included 66 respondents. Groups included the
following: 1) Mandated reporiers from hospitals, mental health, public health, schools, and interim
care, regarding reporting; 2) Child Welfare Intake staff; 3) Child Protective Services stafl vegarding
decision-malking for services Vs, removal, 5) Attomeys, Atorney General's office, court officials
(administrator, commissioner, dependency supervisor, court linison), public defenders regarding
court processes addressing dependency and termination of parental xights; 6) Service providers
including mental heslth, family preservation, xnd foster parents., 7) Anomey General's office, CASA
Program, Court Operations, Family Drug Court, fuvenile Court Judges. Child Welfare Services
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Fig. 2. Summary — children entezing, 0T in e system.

workers/supervisors regarding alternate exit pathways; 8) Staff invalved specifically with Native
American child welfare services; 9) Staff involved specifically with services to Affican American
children and families through a specialized unit (The Office of African American Children’s
Services); 10) Fathers participating in & fatherhood support group; and 11) Youth involved in foster
care. With the exception of #10 and 11, extensive notes were taken by the researchers during the focus
group sesgions. All focus group sessions were sudio taped and ranscripls were typed verbatim. The
data were coded; the comtent was analyzed for patterns and themes. '

The interviewers and the analysts for data collected in the focus groups were selected
because of their own lived experience of racism as people of color, as well as their familianity
with theories of racism. Focus group facilitators were sensitive w the underlying dynamics of
racism. According to Strauss and Corbin ( 1590), this “theoretical scnsitivity” is an allowable,
in fact important, part of qualitative analysis. Preparing the lens through which the qualitative
data will be understood is a critical part of the work of qualimtive analysis, which does not
sssume that the researcher enters her work with an entirely blank slate. Theoretical sensitivity
can also be viewed as a process of developing insight that the researcher brings to the research
study (Glaser, 1978). The research team, which is racially mixed, believes that this choice
contrdbuted to the ability to discern dynamics that might have gone uncbserved by analysts
without such sensitivity.

4. Besults

Focus group analysis shed light on dynamics at the following five key decision points: 1)
reporting for abuse and neglect; 2) referral of the report for investigation; 3) reunification services;
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4y out-of-home placement and termination of parental rights; and 5) pathways to exiting te
system.

4.1 Reporting for abuse and neglect and referral for investigation (assessment of risk)

Findings from administrative data revealed a disproportionare sumber of referrals aceepted for
investigation for African American and Native Americen children (refer to Table 1). Seversl
themes emerged from the focus group with mandated reporters. The prooess Was confusing,

A common fheme from professionals who work with African American and Native American
children and families was a recogmition that not all workers were prepared 10 understand or take info
account the impact played by culture or race in their own process of 2ssessing risk or in the family’s
approach to child safety. Some believed that race or culture played 0o role and others believed that
they lacked the training or BWAreness (© understand the role that race or culture might play in their
own process of assessment. Prior work has shown the significance of self-awareness for practitioners
(Harris, 1997, Meng, 1995; Sue & Sue, 1990). According to Harris (2004), it is imperative for
practitioners to understand “their own biases, prejudices, racist thoughts and feelings” (p. 163).

Mandated reporters were asked, “What do you do with culture as you are assessing risk?”
Examples of replies ncluded: ‘

o ] don’t really think eulture is a factor in assessing risk and safety. Some workers have the ability
to adjust in their head given fhese people’s history and such. For example, what age do you leave
children to be supervised? Our bilingual worker will decide if this is a higher or lower risk than for
the general population. The risk factor will be based on her experience with farnilies in this
culture. We would accept the worker's ability to adjust risk based on her own experienice.”

e "They are ot from a different country [African Americans and Native Americans), but they may
be viewing things differently and we don’t think about that.”

Mandated reporters were asked if there were things that were different in Africen Americap and
Narive American famnilies.

¢ "We don’t always recognize what differences we should be getting help on with African
American famnilies, We don't consciously think about things that African Americans may be
viewing differently. With Affican American families their cultural dilferences are so subtle
than say a Samoen family. 1 dom’t think we necessarily have done so much around African
Arnerican families unless there is something that rises to the level that is different that we
recognize and therein lies the problem. For African American families ] am not sure thet we
recognize the differences we should be getting help on.”

Teble 1
Referrels socopred {or investigation
Pervent of King County child population Poruent of children involved in accepted
{2000 census) n=3090,646 (%) refermals (FY 2000) n=8255 (%)
Caucasian 68 54
Africen Arpencan 7 19
Native American 1 6

Note: To calculave propormonality, the pereent of childrep involved in accepted refoals was divided by the percent of
childsen in the child population: 54/68=10.8; 19/7=2.7, 6/1 =6. Then the esult was divided by Ceucasians (0.8 10 compare
the rexults for other races 10 that of Caucasian children; 2.7/0.8% 3 (African American children are 3 nmes more Hikely thun
Caucasian children o he involved i m accepied refecral); 6/0.8=7 (Netive Americun children are 7 tirnes more likely than
Ceucasio children o be ipvolved in 2o asepied refermal), (Caliber & Azsociates, 2003),
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® “We don’t have 2 daily cultura! competence attitude and we need that”
& “I as a white woman, have not been wught anything about black history.”
& “You're always going to be harsher with, more critical of, people who are different than you.™

Conslstent with previous studies (Laze, Rubin, Monteith, & Christian, 2002) that note racial
dispropertionality in the process of investigating cases and in the percentage of abuse allegations
that are substantiated, this research finds a disproportionate represeptation among referrals
opened for investigation in King Counsy, “The process of investigating and making decisions
about s child abuse case is to some degree subjective and therefore necessarily open to the
influence of racial basis™ (Cahn & Harris, 2005, p. 7). However, the evidence is clear that racial
bias exists in the assessment of risk, sending children and families of color into the child welfare
system at a higher rate. The disproportionate number of children of color in the child welfare
system is reflective of racism that exists in the larger society.

4.2, Reunjfication services

Findings from King County focus groups revealed differences in how family preservation and
reunification efforts are implemented. African American and Native Amnerican culiural norms which
include support and use of the resources of extended family versus individuals are too often not
considered. This finding is congruent with one of the most consistent findings in the patiopal
literature. First of all, prior research has repeatedly shown a difference by race in the percentage of
Aamilies who are offersd m-homne-geTvices. "I he Inajority of African Amenicay children (56%) were
pmmmumsm children (72%) received services in their home
(U.s s Pureau, 1997; Barth, ~Goerge & Lee, in press; Needell et al,, 2001). Focus
group participants expressed concern about service delivery and believed that children and families
of color did not get services as consistently as white children and farnilies.

The administrative data showed that children of color were likely to stay in care Jonger and had
Jower Teunification rates (refer 1o Tables 2 and 3).

To explore what might lead 10 this outcome, focus grovps were held with service providers
most often contracted to provide family preservation or reunification services, Two themes
emerged: differing beliefs about the importance of race-matching in service provision, and
different levels of willingness to refer across racial barriers depending on whether the agency was
meipstream (majority white) or based in a community of color.

Opinions on whether race matrered in the provision of services tended to vary according 1o
the race of the informant. Service providers based in commupities of color tended to say that
racially-specific services were important, whereas those from majority white agencies tended
10 downplay the importance of race or ethnicity in providing reunification services. This

Tuble 2

Children placed in our-home-care > 60 days
Perzent of King County child populstion Percent of all pew placemens>
(2000 Cengus) rn=390,646 (%) 60 days (FY 2002) n= 1437 (%)

Caucasian 68 52

African American 7 23

Narive American ! 10

Higpsnic (edupielty) . B 1t

Calibwr and Asgociates (2003).
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Tahle 3

Children exitipp the gysiem 2002

Children exiting the Exiws through reunification Exils through adoption as  Exits through guardianghip
gysizm, by race (2002) as 2 percent of all exis (%) = percemt of all exis (%)  as u perceny of ell cxits (%)
Caucesian =682 71 12 10

African American n=322 63 15 14

Multi-ragial n=111 bt 14 19

Native American 54 2 16

Caliber & Associgtes (2003).

difference seemed to carry into referral patterns. For example, a white sacial worker in one
focus group stated, “I look at thern [African American parents] 1o decide if they need
services.”

This type of racial blas is a disadvantage for any African American parent who encounters this
social worker. After-gll, how can one objectively determine if any perent needs services by
looking a1 ber/him? A review of the literature by Courtney et al. (1996) "suggests & patiern of
inequality, if not discﬁminatidn, pased on race and ethnicity in the provision of child welfare
services,! The focus groups in this county supported this finding and shocd differsnces in the
value of or utilization of services that were culturally or racielly matched.

The assumptions and beliefs of sovial workers were reported as challenges faced by families who
needed reunification services, Consistent with natiopal findings, worker attitudes and bias in the

study region appears to play a sigTificant role I Qeterpining the quality and guantity of services.

“R AT aftude 01 workers who assume there are i ilies or extended families

[a 5T so why bother, we can put services in and it will not help!” and/or “Racist belief that
people don't change based op the stersotype and 50 worker hag [ow eXpecanons. 1hese types of
raci€tamtuaes, behefs and behaviors are Adieative of s0o1a) WoTkers who 1acK self-awareness as well
as oultural sensitiviry.

Focus groups with service providers yielded a clear theme discussing the extent to which
dominant culture or ethnic community-based providers are/are not fully utilized across race to
provide services to families. Affican Araerican service providers reported that their services were

requested less often than Caucasian service providers; when their services were reguested they
were less likely to deliver services to families aoToss races...

® “We don’t get white kids referred w us in the same proportion that 2 white agency does.
Maeinstream agencies get white kids and children of color while agencies of color get fewer kids
all around

¢ “White families have asked for a Black service provider w be taken off a case.”

A white service provider reported a belief that there are African American snd Netive
American werkers who will enly refer 10 race-specific service providers,

@ “They say if [can’t find a race-specific service provider, I'm not going 10 get services for this
kid’ even if there ate predorminantly white programs, they aren’t accessed.”

» “Cur agency which is seen as a white agency: [is] seeing & majority of children who are mixed
race or minonity in some way (kids pot their parents) and we have a good success rate of
rmitigating plecement.”
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An African American services provider reported the opposite experience.
® “We have to fight for our children to get services.”
Another African American service provider stated,

e “Race is a factor of life in the US, and to not consider race and culture is unrealistic and to not
{dentify services that mest their [African American] unique needs is unconscionable. I wouldn’t
presume to go into an Asian farmnily and tell them what they needed culnarally.”

4.3, Qut-of-hume placement and termination of pavental rights and pathways to exit the system
When servites to preserve farnilies or reunify children with parents fail, law and policy require

a prioritization of permanent placement with parents or close relatives. Three themes emerged
from foous groups held to Jook at this decision point. A theme of focus groups particular]y for

families of color, was that fathers and other relatives were routinely excluded from the process, -
~ that there was a bias apainst them and that this was particufarly true for fathers and families of

color. In contrast to this widely-held belief some white court personnel believed the court to be
objective and unbissed, while others poted a Jack of checks and balances in case bias were {0 epter
in. Some white professionals in the courl system think it is fair.., Where it is clearly not
experienced a5 fair by people of color, nor does it produce fair outcomes. The following are
comments from white professionals in the focus group for court personnel:

® “The court sysizm is anonymous by nature, based on risk factors which are fact based. The cour
process is not arbitrary, it's fact based. What is it about the community of origin that causes
disproportionality, lack of resources, perceptions of government” How protective of their own are
communijties?”

Acyoss all key decision poinis there was a resounding theme that fathers were devalued, not
recognized as family members, and ot included in the permanency planning process by most
professionals. Corpments from the focus group with court personiiel and the focus group with
fathers spoke to an explicit systemic bias against fathers, and in particular against fathers of coler,
The following cornments are from legal or court professionals.

® “] have a problem with any African American male over the age of twelve,” was @ siatement
from one court appointed atiorney. African American birth fathers who encounter this attorney
wil) most likely have a negative court experience.

o We don't look at fathers and [we) make assurnptions about fathers, not present and not valued.”

Members of the focus group with fathers agreed. A father commented

o “Rules are the tools for people with money, power, and influence, not for the poor father who
wants to do right by his children.”

Men in that focus group noted that syrabols of money and power (i.e. the ran who is suited
and booted), played a powerful role in providing cues of class and privilege. They were aware that
these symbols could prejudice the gutcome of judiciel rulings. As one uncle said to his pephew,
“ when you dress in braids and baggies, they will think you are a thug.”
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A poor track record in searching for and placing with relatives was @ second theme that
emerged from focus groups looking 8t decisions surrounding out-of-bome placement and
termination of pavental rights. According 10 Latrd (1979), “Feologically oriented child welfare
practice attends to, aurtures and supports the biologicel family. Furthermore, when it is necessary
to substitute for the biological family, good practice dictates that every effort is made to preserve
and protect kinship tiae” (p. 175). Jtis irmp ortant to make all reasoneble efforts to find, support and
provide services 1o relatives onoe children entet the child welfare system.

& “We have trouble convineing workers to look {or relatives outside the state.”
e “The search for relstives faen’t been done or hasn't peen done tight.”

A, third major theme from court personnel was 2 belief that the processes i the child welfare
syster are Objective and decisions are evidence-based, It was clear that decision makers feel that
the systetn 1s objective and without bias. Consequently, fhese informants would be unlikely to
acknowledge the need for checks and balances for bias 5 their own decision- maling and those of

others they supervise of manage.
Others acknowledged the subjectivity of the process and were concerned that there were not

enough checks and balances in the court systern.

s “Judges aren’t asking the right questions. We need o get betier judicial oversight of these
kids.” .

Findings from the focus groups indicated that the courts need w completely revamp their
system of checks and bajances.

5, Discussion

This article adds to the growing literature on. the extent of disproportionality of children of

color in the child welfare system, especially African American and Native American children, It
helps to iJluminate that African and Native Amercan children ere more likely to be involved in
referrals accepted for invesugauons; investigations are more likely to result in 8 founded referrel
for African Americans and Native Americans. The study also cevealed the consistently long stays
in out-of-home care for African American and Native American children, lower reunification
rates, and that they are more likely to be adopted or in guardisnship than Caucasian children.

This study is an example of research conducted in partnership with community stakeholders.

Degision-making appears to be the result of interdependent processes from multiple systems
and is wfluence i —Aalysis of focus group responses Confirms earlier research
that both entitadinal end criichoral factors eppear o Influence STlcomes of decision-TaKing.
F TS gIonps peTHTIpams wxpressed-comeerr With Pt T TETOTIE forebuse-and-poglect in
King County, ‘Washington. Across the nation high level of frustration and confusion continue to
exist regarding the reporting process. Quesuons repeatedly surface about the possibility of bias
and racial differences in commupity standards leading 10 racial disproportionality in eniry into the
child welfare systern. Our sociery finds it easier to blame the victim and to focus on the problems
of individual African American and Native American children and farnilies than to take a critical
Jook at racist sociel conditions that create and perpetuate These problems.

Dispropertionality of children of color in the child welfare system is pot just an individual
child or family issue but & large social issue. AR equitable child welfare system would be

a]9) =it
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proporticnal, even if there were racial disproportionality in referrals, from that point on; the
system in King County is not. At each successive decision point, the gap in cutcomes widens
according to race,

Child welfare policy stipulates that social workers must make reasonable (or, active efforts for Native
Armerican children) to keep children 8t home or 1o reunify children with parents as soon as possible when
emexgency removal i necessary. This policy is predicated on the belief'that children should be safe and
in the care of parents or kin if possible. An agency must demonstrate to an officer of the court that
reasonable efforts have firgt been mads 1o keep a child at home before the court will remove a child from
a patent’s care. Several checks and balances were developed to expedite family reunification or some
other permanency goal once a child is placed in out-of-home care, However, findings from King County
focus groups revealed differences in how family proservation and reunification efforts are implemented.
Aftican American and Native Amnerican cultural norms which include support and vse of the resources
of extended farnily members versus individuals are too often not considered.

When a child has to be separated from her/his parent either temporarily (dependency petition) or
permanently (termination of parental rights petition) this experience is emotionally maumatic for the
child as well as the birth parents. Racial bias among workers or other professionals or race and class
differential between professionals and clients might lead to cultural misunderstanding and havo been
noted in the literature, and confirmed by findings of this study. One recommendation from the
literature is for & guide or coach for families (Caliber & Associates, 2003), Given the inherent
subjectivity of many decisions that must be made in child welfare, checks and balances have 1o be put
in place at each decision point in the child welfare system to assure fair and equitable treatment of
African Arnerican, Native American, and other children and families of color and eradicats
disproportionality in King County and in other child welfare systems in this country.

The child welfare system can follow the lead of the King County Coalition on Racial
Disproportcnality. The Coalition made a commitment to become apti-racist and members are
continuously doing the work to change racist pattems, Child welfare professionals need to be
conscious of their underlying bias which increases the importance of checks and balances.
“Formmately, organizations, like individuals, can evolve 1o become anti-racist. The tunsformation
begins with developing a8 comprehensive understanding of how racism and oppression operate
within an organization’s own walls. From that analysis comes a commitment and concrete plans for
dismantling racism within the arganization and in the Jarger society” (Western States Center Views,
2001, p. 14). The time is now for dismantling individual and institutional racism in the child welfare
systern in King County in order to ensure that African American, Native American apd other children
and families of color are no lonper disproportionately represented in that system; if it is necessary for
these children to enter the systemn no disparities must exist in treatment or services that they receive.
Finally, any child of color entering the child welfare system will not be left to lunguish in the system
due to racist child welfare practices. The problem of disproportonality at key child welfare decision
points in King County can be eliminaied by eradicating individual and systemic racism and by
developing and implemeanting policies, practices and procedures thar demonstrate cultursl
competency as well as & high degree of cultural scnsitivity.

6. Limitations

One serious limitation of the quanutative data presented in this article is that it was collected
through information from systems reports designed to provide managers with data on how the system
is performing (i.e. how many referrals, dependencies, placements, or reunificadons oceurred in a
cerrain tme period), 85 a consequence, different results and different conclusions might be drawn
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from the day of their referral 1o their exit from the system. The bulk of the quantitative data came from
the Children’s Administration Management Information System (CAMIS). The Children's
Administration cautions that there are always data integrity issues that may affect the accuracy of
data and/or conclusions drawn from the data.

A second serious limitation of the data is the relatively small number of informants in any oné
professiopal calegory (as sraall as one mandated reporter for a reporting category of two judges, efc.).
This limitation is somewhat offset by the inclusion of participants representative functionalities
across the child welfare system; the total number of informants (90) and the use of structured
‘proweols which allowed multiple sets of participants 10 respond to the similar questions when

appropriate.
7. Conclasions

The quantitative analysis of administrative data showed that the region under study reflected
natiopal patterns of racial and ethnic disproportionslity in child welfare outcomes. The qualitative
analysis revealed findings confirmatory of ather studies and suggested new patterns for farther
research, Specifically, the focus groups supported previous findings that

1. Subjective factors in the risk assessment processes may open the door for racial bias io assigning
cases for investigation. ’

2. A lack of culturally specific remedial services (family preservation, mental health, substance
abuse) or difterences In perception reperding the value of these services may result in fewer in-

bw&e preservationof srrities ot CoTor and could pIAy 8 1016 I GUcTences

© befween in-home plaWan&

3. Bias aganst fathers who do not dress Eonsistent wilh the dommant court culture and failure to
seck fathers ar other relatives may increase the number of children of color remaining in out-
of-home care rather than reunifying with family or kin.

% A perception that the court process is objective may allow the bias reported in. #3 gbove to
Jproceed unchecked.

The focus groups also showed findings that have not been widely-reported or explored in the
arena of individual bias. In particular it was clear that many decision makers feel that the system is
objective and without bias. Such informants would be unlikely to acknowledge the need for checks
and balances for bias in their own decision-making and those of others they supervise or manage.
Others believe that subjective decisions can be made cross-culiurally with a high degree of accuracy,
without copcern. Again, such professionals are unlikely to seek checks and bajances in their own
decision-making. ,

The pational conversation on addressing and solving the racial and ethnic disproportionality of
negative outcomes hes often focused imtervention recommendations on policy and practice changes.
In light of the finding regarding ignorance ofthe possibility ofbias, the Coalition recognized the need
to intervene at another level — the level of ipdividual perception and Jmowledge. They provided
maining for key stakeholders (agency leaders, policy makers, advocstes, and social workers) on the
dynamics of racism. The dynamic of institutional raciem is complex and embedded. It has a Jong
history in child weifare and requires systernic interveation, including actions at every level. Based on
this reseaxch, agencies and communitics with an interest in getting better outoomes for children of
color would be well-advised to include an intervention, such as tmining, regarding the issue of
institutional racism. Such training will raise consciomsness of the issue and empower professionals
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who zre involved to take on new organizational strategies, policies end practices within their own
sphere of influence.

Fipally, this stody adds to the literamure regarding factors conmributing to disproportionality of
children of color in the child welfare systern, especially African American and Netive American
children. This smdy illuminated the major role of the child welfare system in continuously petpetuating
disproportionality at five key decision points, Further research is needed to examine individual as well
as systernic racism and the impact on children of color and their famities at the following key decision
points in the child welfare system: 1) reporting for abuse and neglec; 2) referral of the report for
investigation; 3) reupification services; 4) our-of-home placement; and 5) termination of parental
rights, Future research should continue w evahate and explore relationships amoeng key decision

1

points, checks and balances at each decision point, and the zesociations among SES, disparities in
services, parenting knowledge and ‘behsviors, and child maltrestment. Cgusal associations should also
be examined. It is imperatve for futare work 10 inelude and carefully listen to the voices of children of
color, birth parents, relative caregivers, and foster parents in order 1o make the changes required in
policy and practice to alleviate the problem of disproportionality of children of color in the child
welfare systern.
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